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Cardiac arrest and CPR:

Cardiac arrest
and CPR:

The American Heart As-
sociation (AHA) has re-
vised and streamlined its
guidelines for resuscita-
tion of people whose
hearts have stopped
(cardiac arrest). People
will no longer be taught to
check the pulse of a col-
lapsed person before
starting chest compres-
sions and breaths,
according to the AHA.

Instead, the new guide-
lines advise checking for

normal breathing, movement,
and response to touch or
questions when deciding
whether cardiopulmonary
resuscitation (CPR) is
necessary. Studies have
shown that people who
perform CPR are incorrect in
their judgment about the
presence of a pulse at least
35 percent of the time,
according to Vinay Nadkarni,
M.D., chairman-elect of the
AHA committee that sets
guidelines for emergency
cardiac care. Each year in the
United States, an estimated
225,000 episodes of sudden
cardiac arrest occur outside a
hospital, according to AHA
president Rosemarie Robert-
son, M.D., and only 5 percent
of people survive. Sudden car-
diac arrest occurs when the
heart's electrical signals are
disrupted. The heart stops
beating, or it starts to quiver
(ventricular fibrillation).
Blood is not pumped to the
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brain or other vital organs, re-
sulting in collapse and, without
prompt treatment, death. A
heart attack is not the same as
sudden cardiac arrest. A heart
attack is the death of heart
muscle. Sudden cardiac arrest
may be brought on by a heart
attack or a drug overdose, or it
may result from an accident
such as electrical shock or near
drowning.

The AHA guidelines simplify
CPR. Previous instructions var-
ied the ratio of chest compres-
sions and breaths according to
the number of rescuers. The
new guidelines say that people
giving CPR to adults should per-
form 15 chest compressions for
every 2 breaths regardless of
the number of rescuers pres-
ent. The guidelines also call for
widespread distribution of
portable devices called external
defibrillators in ambulances,
fire trucks, police cars, public
buildings, sports arenas,
theaters, airports and air-
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planes. These computerized
units quickly sense whether the
heart has stopped and deliver a
jolt of electricity to restore the
heart’s natural rhythm. CPR fol-
lowed by defibrillation within 2
to 3 minutes of collapse has pro-
duced survival rates of up to 50
percent in some studies, Dr.
Nadkarni says. With each minute
of delay, chance of survival de-
creases by 7 percent to 10 per-
cent. The guidelines are pub-
lished in the Aug. 22 issue of
Circulation: Journal of the
American Heart Association. For
more information on the heart
and resuscitation, see:
"Interactive heart tour”
http://www.mayohealth.org/
mayo/9902/htm/heart/heart.
htm; American Heart Associa-
tion - "Emergency cardiovascular
care programs" http://www.
proed.net/ecc/
Circulation: Journal of the
American Heart Association
http://circ.ahajournals.org/
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